The internationalization of education brings different challenges to local education of different communities. Traditional EFL education in Chinese universities may also encounter such challenges. Against this background, this study investigates the challenges and solutions for college EFL education in ethnic minority regions of China. A narrative research method was conducted. Three college EFL teachers from three universities in China's ethnic minority regions were selected as participants. Interviews and document analysis were employed to collect data. Results by an inductive approach to qualitative content analysis showed that three aspects of challenge existed for EFL education in these regions, including financial, pedagogical and cultural. Solutions to these challenges suggested by the participating teachers included enhancing teaching methods, promoting teacher development and employing educational technology.
Introduction
English as a foreign language (EFL) has been taught in China for over one century. With the political and economic development in China, EFL education has also experienced different stages in its evolution. Currently, English has become one of the compulsory courses in all universities and numerous tests associated with English have become a requirement to secure graduation and a standard to evaluate a graduate's qualification. However, EFL teaching in China's tertiary education is encountering many dilemmas for long time, which may be even more challenging in ethnic minority regions. On the one hand, traditional teaching mode stresses teacher's role and pays too much attention to textbooks and examinations (Gao, 2012) . On the other, with few opportunities to use the language in reality, learners' communicative competence is not fully fostered and their learning motivation declines as a result. Meanwhile, due to the imbalance of economic development, there exists huge gap in EFL education between ethnic minority and Han regions (Rong, 2006) . With the advance of internationalization of education, it is pressing to make alteration in EFL education at tertiary level to balance the global and local needs. Against such a background, this study aims to explore the existing issues on EFL teaching and learning in ethnic minority areas of China. Particularly, two research questions are focused on: 1) what are the major challenges for EFL education in ethnic minority regions of China? 2) what are the possible solutions to these challenges? circumstances, too much attention is paid to form-teaching, a more grammar-oriented language teaching way that the teacher focuses mainly on grammatical rules and the meaning of words. Teachers spend large quantity of time analyzing sentence structures and theoretical knowledge that are the major parts of most English textbooks, overlooking how to apply the language in practice. Based on a centralized curriculum system, the majority of textbooks adopted for EFL education are designed for grammar teaching, emphasizing reading and writing rather than listening and speaking, which means the source materials are not sufficient and authentic enough for learners to enhance their language proficiency (Rao, 2013) .
Another aspect of traditional teaching mode is reflected in the fact that English teaching in China's universities is basically test-centric. Since 2000, undergraduate students (non-English majors) have to pass different English proficiency tests such as in order to obtain a Bachelor's degree and secure a decent job after graduation (Gao, 2011) . Therefore, they are pushed to acquire the language as the teacher expects and requires, which mainly serves for examinations. In addition, they are offered few opportunities to think critically and practice creatively as all they need to do is sitting there taking notes, passively receiving what the teacher is delivering in the classroom, and memorizing (Chen & Ding, 2011) . As a result, they become knowledge recipients other than language user, which not only triggers the increasing decline in their learning motivation (Liu, 2012) but also the deficiency in their language proficiency, particularly in their communicative competence. However, communication has been regarded as the heart of 21 st Century Skills (Framework for 21 st Century Learning). In order to better meet the requirements for talent cultivation under educational internationalization, it is the responsibility of education in every country to equip local population with excellent communicative competence.
Demotivated Learners
Old fashioned teaching mode leads to problems in learners (Chen & Ding, 2011) . On the one hand, students are taught with more linguistic knowledge than linguistic competence, which gives rise to their insufficient language skills in terms of communication. In other words, students learn the language mainly for passing examinations rather than using it as a tool. This is largely due to the fact that there are few opportunities for learners to use English in reality, particularly to use it in face-to-face communication (Liu, et al., 2016) . According to a survey, only 7% of Chinese EFL learners utilized English "often" whereas 69% "seldom" used the language (Bolton & Botha, 2015) . It seems that the actual use of English is restricted to only a very small number of populations in reality. For the majority of college students (65%), the most possible scenario for them to employ English is in school, while most of them (64%) have no opportunities to use the language out of school. This is even more true for those students who live in small cities or remote areas where few foreigners reside (Liu et al., 2016) . However, studies have also found that these college students tend to seek opportunities for themselves to practice the language through watching English films, browsing English websites and attending English parties with their foreign teachers (Liu et al., 2016) . Therefore, it is apparent that one of the major challenges for EFL teaching in China's higher education is how to create more contexts for the students to apply the language thus to truly master the language.
On the other hand, the deprivation of practicing opportunities may affect learners' learning motivation. It is revealed that Chinese university students are instrumentally motivated to learn English (Liu, 2012) . This means that they learn the language out of external forces other than internal satisfaction. For instance, they may learn for better academic performance and future careers but not for personal liking of the language. This tendency is more evident in those institutions where students are required to pass the CET-4 in order to graduate on time (Liu, 2012) . Motivation is the internal force for learning and is correlated with learning performance. However, driven by examinations rather than communication, Chinese college students are coerced to learn English instrumentally. By contrast, they should be motivated to acquire the language with integrative purposes, which is the impetus of successful learning and drives the students to apply the language in real-life communication (Gardner, 1985) .
Ethnic Minorities in China
China is a multi-ethnic nation, with Han Chinese making up the majority (91.46%) of the population and the other officially 55 minority ethnic groups accounting for the rest (8.54%) (National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2015) . These ethnic minority groups have their unique languages, costumes, festivals, customs, and distribute at different regions across China. For example, Zhuang people, as the largest ethnic group, live mainly in the south and southeast, in particular Guangxi province. The PRC's Constitution and laws guarantee equal rights to all ethnic groups in China and help promote ethnic minority groups' economic and cultural development, including the use and development of their own languages. In some regions, local minority languages are official working language in administration, broadcasting, publication and schools. In terms of education, a comprehensive educational system from kindergarten to higher education has been established in these ethnic minority regions. However, education in these areas still lags far behind that of most other regions in China in many aspects of educational development. The reasons for such differences are multifaceted, including historical, socio-cultural, economic and policy (Yang & Wu, 2009 ).
Research Methodology

Participants
This study focuses on the current situations of EFL education at the tertiary level in ethnic minority regions of China. Particularly, major challenges teachers are encountering and possible solutions to these challenges were explored. Three College English teachers from three universities in China's ethnic minority regions participated in this investigation for data collection. One was from a northeastern university of China, where Korean (Chinese ethnic group) students were centralized. The second was teaching in a northwestern university of China, where Muslim students such as Hui students were the major minority. The third teacher was selected from a university in the Southwest of China, where diverse ethnic minority students were coexisting. To some extent, these three regions represented the major areas where ethnic minority people densely inhabited in China. Thus, the data collected from these three teachers, to some extent, could probably reflect the present situations of College English education in China's ethnic minority regions. These three universities were purposively selected based on their geographical location where students of different ethnic minorities were centralized but the teachers were selected randomly among all the teaching staff in their departments. Emails attached with consent forms were sent to six teachers in these three universities, two for each. Three of them replied to the email and agreed to participate in this study after further inquiry. The demographic information of these three teachers are presented in the table below (see Table 1 ). Considering the privacy issue, pseudonyms were used in this study. 
Data Collection Methods
Narrative research was conducted to address the research questions. Narrative has emerged as a method in educational research for its salient features (Xu & Liu, 2009) . Through telling and retelling, living and reliving teachers' own stories, teachers' lived experiences, including their knowledge and practices, can be interpreted and understood narratively (Clandinin & Connelly, 1996; Craig, 2007) . Two sets of semi-structured interviews were performed for each participating teacher. One focused on the challenges they were encountering in their EFL teaching; the other focused on the possible solutions for these challenges. Each interview lasted for about two hours. All the interviews were conducted in Chinese, in order to allow the participating teachers better express themselves. The interviews were first transcribed verbatim and then translated into English. In order to strengthen the validity of the findings, member checking (Merriam, 1988) was conducted. Both Chinese and English transcripts were sent to the corresponding participating teacher for confirmation.
Moreover, document analysis was utilized to confirm what had been identified from the interviews and to further understand the emergent issues. The documents included teachers' course outlines and lesson plans; governmental and institutional documents issued regarding college EFL teaching in minority regions, such as College English Curriculum Requirements (2007) ; and statistical data related to ethnic minority regions that was collected from the official website of National Bureau of Statistics of China (http://www.stats.gov.cn). Such physical traces can not only check on information obtained from interviews, but also help researcher know about the inner meaning of everyday events and generate descriptions of rare and extraordinary events in participants' life (Merriam, 1988) .
Data Analysis
An inductive approach to content analysis (Thomas, 2006) Vol. 12, No. 3; 2019 codes emerging from the texts were determined and then the transcripts were coded with these codes. When data did not accommodate an existing code, new codes would be added. Next, similar codes were grouped and placed into categories, which were revised, refined, and checked until they were mutually exclusive to form the final categories. The last step was to identify the relationships among the categories to generate themes. Situations reflected by each teacher were analyzed first and then all the reflections were synthesized to identify similar patterns and generate final conclusions (Yin, 2003) . For example, after open coding, "Internet-based lab" was identified as a code in one participating teacher's transcript. Both "MOOCs and flipped classroom" were identified as new codes in the other two teachers' narratives. Then a category of "technology" was formed by identifying the relationship between these codes. After referring to the document (College English Curriculum Requirements, 2007) , a theme emerged that was "employing educational technology". Discrepancies were discussed by the researchers until consent was reached. No prior assumptions were generated before the analysis. The results emerged inductively from inspecting and interacting with real data.
Results
In this section, challenges for college EFL education in China's ethnic minority regions and relevant solutions are explicated based on data analysis. The challenges were embodied in three aspects: financial, pedagogical and cultural; whereas the solutions were also suggested from three dimensions: teaching methods, teacher development and technology integration.
Challenges for College EFL Education in Ethnic Minority Regions
Financial challenge
To begin with, financial shortage was the biggest challenge for college EFL education in these ethnic minority regions. The shortage could attribute either to the overall economic level of the regions or to the limited attention paid to EFL education by the government. According to statistics, the national average GDP per capita in minority regions was 33003 RMB (4809 USD), compared with 65170 RMB (9497 USD) in the eastern developed areas (National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2013), which indicates there is a huge gap in finance between minority and non-minority areas. The financial gap directly affected the investment of educational funding by the local government. Particularly, the central government launched educational reform to decentralize education administration since 1980s, which imposed huge financial burden to the local government in minority regions. While this implementation, to some extent, has relieved the responsibility on the part of the central government, the gap in financial resources between the minority regions and Han regions has widened. Due to the differences in social and economic development, many ethnic minority areas have been left struggling with their educational financial responsibility (Postiglione, 2000) .
Inadequate educational funding resulted from the financial burden could be identified in many aspects, such as teaching and learning resources. Compared with eastern coastal regions such as Shanghai, where interactive networking of classrooms across different universities has been realized through online link in 2000s, the teaching facilities in many institutes in minority regions are out-of-date (Jin & Cortazzi, 2003) . Another manifested aspect was learning resources for students. In minority regions, there were very limited English learning resources such as reading materials and students had few opportunities to practice English in their communities. Such situations might be aggravated by economic factors, which was confirmed by LM: 
Pedagogical challenge
The teaching model of EFL education in ethnic minority regions brought another challenge. Since the reform and opening-up policy, central government has advocated bilingual education throughout the nation, which refers to teaching in both Chinese and English. However, this is relatively challenging for ethnic education in that the medium of instruction employed may not match the language used to write the textbooks. On the one hand, in order to increase attendance rates and enhance socialization into national ideologies, minority teachers tend to use ethnic languages as a medium of instruction (Yang & Wu, 2009 ). On the other hand, the textbooks adopted are normally not designed for minority students but for Han students in terms of language and culture, which makes learning English even more demanding in that minority learners may need to process in three languages before completely understand what the teacher really wants to instruct. Such trilingual transference in EFL learning is likely to incur the reduction in minority students' learning motivation and cultural awareness (Jiang, et al., 2005) . This, in turn, will definitely affect their language competence. The issues manifest themselves when these minority students enter college, which have caused enormous challenge for EFL teachers in ethnic minority universities. As WLH said: According to the description above, it can be noted that to some extent these minority students are less motivated to learn English as passive learners. The lack of motivation in these minority learners even increases the challenge on teachers in terms of teaching. As ZXY pointed out:
"Some of these minority students are quite passive learners, which makes teaching even more challenging. … and I think the fundamental reason for the demotivation of these minority students in learning English is that they hardly have any opportunities to use the language after class unless they are really interested in the language."
While some minority students are motivated, their personal language proficiency caused by the teaching mode in their local context has become an obstacle for college EFL education. This can be reflected in LM's expression:
"Actually, some minority students are motivated to learn English as this is one of the most direct ways for them to get rid of their poor living conditions. They may find a decent job after graduation suppose they could pass CET-4…. However, these students are struggling with their English learning (pronunciation in particular) for the negative transfer from their native languages as English is the third language for them."
Therefore, it can be observed that the teaching mode of EFL education rooted in these minority regions has become a huge challenge for EFL teachers when these minority students learn English at the tertiary level.
Cultural challenge
Another challenge for College EFL education in ethnic minority regions reflected by the participating teachers was culture related. This type of cultural challenge mainly stemmed from the conflict between English culture that was demonstrated through EFL education and the native cultures of these minority students, particularly in the aspect of religion. As ZXY related: 
cultures, such as individualism. I think this matters because learning a language is learning a culture. But it is not easy for some minority students to accept English culture even though they are learning English language."
Based on the accounts above, it can be seen that another challenge for EFL education in ethnic minority regions is culture-oriented. Particularly, how to make ethnic minority students better understand English culture reflected from the language teaching is challenging for teachers.
Suggested Solutions for College EFL Education in Ethnic Minority Regions
Considering the aforementioned challenges, relevant solutions were also suggested by the participating teachers. These solutions can be categorized into three dimensions, including teaching method, teacher development and technology integration.
Enhancing teaching methods
To enhance teaching methods in order to better accommodate the characteristics and needs of ethnic minority students has been regarded as the most direct way to improve the current situations by all the participating teachers. The enhancement could take place either by an individual teacher or by the institution as a whole. For example, WLH narrated how she was attempting to make changes herself:
"Personally, I design some teaching and learning activities that may involve the cultural elements of minority students to encourage their participation in teamwork with Han students. I think they are "disadvantaged" in terms of English learning. Thus, we need to allow for their feelings and design some activities to maintain their learning interest and promote their confidence. Besides, I think the accessibility of textbooks or learning materials with diverse cultural elements and features particularly designed for these group of students should be helpful even though that would be hard to realize."
Meanwhile, she also related how their department attempted to reform college EFL teaching for minority students:
"We tried to make some changes in our teaching for these minority students. This was also echoed by ZXY, who described the situations in her university:
"In recent years, the university encourages teachers, particularly young teachers to participate in various professional training on new teaching approaches such as flipped classroom. More opportunities have been provided for teacher development in order to help teachers better teach these minority students. I think it is useful".
Based on these statements, it was apparent that teachers were positive to professional training and development, which was deemed supportive for them to deal with the challenges they were encountering in terms of EFL teaching in minority regions. This was also confirmed by a recently issued document from one participating teacher's university. The university was organizing a training program for college English teachers, which was cooperated with British Council in order to develop the teachers' professional knowledge and competence of teaching English in ethnic minority regions.
Employing educational technology
While still in its infancy, technology-assisted College English teaching was emerging as a new approach in different universities. However, the adoption of such innovative teaching might involve certain demands on teachers. As WLH told: Likewise, technology-enhanced EFL teaching was also being practiced in ZXY's university:
"The university encourages us to participate in various trainings for our professional learning, particularly those related to technology-enhanced teaching, such as MOOCs and flipped classroom. Although it began only in this year, I think it is really useful because students' learning interest has increased".
In fact, it has been advocated by the central government for over a decade that College English teaching should make the best of modern technologies even though the implementation of the policy is less than desirable. As indicated in the College English Curriculum Requirements (2007):
"…All the institutions of higher learning should adopt computer-based classroom teaching mode to improve the traditional teaching mode that features teacher-centered instruction. The new teaching mode should be supported with modern information and communication technologies, in particularly internet technology, in order to break the limits of time and space for English teaching and learning…"
It could also be seen from the participating teachers' narratives that the integration of educational technologies with EFL education tended to facilitate their teaching in that not only more learning resources were accessed but learners' learning interest was also promoted. However, both teachers and teaching facilities need to be well prepared for such an innovation.
Discussion
Concerning the challenges for EFL teaching in China, Wu (2001) suggested the direction to reform. First, appropriate English teaching plan should be made to accommodate diverse learners. Secondly, teacher education is crucial for enhancing EFL teaching, including the development of teachers' English proficiency levels and their teaching philosophy and approaches. Moreover, traditional teaching materials should be effectively associated with technologies like multimedia to address the lack of source materials. These suggestions may also be applicable to ethnic minority regions, thus could be adopted to address the relevant issues about EFL education in these regions.
Reforming Teaching Methods
Given the defects of traditional EFL teaching mode in China's higher education, the pressing need is to reform teaching methods. One of the optimal approaches to teach English in the future is to "reconcile Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) with traditional Chinese teaching methods" (Rao, 2013, p. 37) . While there is no consent on the definition of CLT, the nature of such a teaching approach emphasizes the use the language and communicative competence of learners. After all, the primary goal of language learning should be application of the language. This is particularly important for EFL teaching in ethnic minority regions. As Postiglione (2008) points out, against the background of globalization, it is self-evident that ethic minority communities must promote their competency in three entirely different languages: the native, the national (Chinese) and the international (English) in order to survive from a long run. CLT requires the shift of a teacher-oriented teaching mode into a student-centric one, in which both linguistic knowledge and communicative competence should be stressed. In addition, as a significant component of communicative competence, cultural awareness can also be promoted in learners through CLT, which is even more significant for ethnic minority learners.
The reform of teaching approach involves efforts from different respects. Initially, teachers should change the concept of their own role from being a knowledge disseminator to being a multi-role educator; recognizing that language learning not only means the acquisition of linguistic knowledge but also includes the cultivation of comprehensive competence (Littlewood, 2013) . Teaching should aim to enhance learners' motivation as well as engagement and be student-oriented so as to promote their holistic competence. Meanwhile, the adoption of an innovative teaching approach such as CLT should consider the local contexts, including culture, setting, teachers' perceptions and practices, to create meaningful learning experiences and outcomes.
Establishing Favorable Policies
Besides the reform of teaching approaches, issues pertaining to EFL education in ethnic minority areas are likely to be mitigated through policy-making. Present policies regarding language education are promoted and institutionalized by systemic tools, through which a hierarchical structure privileging competence in English and graduates from elite universities has been established (Adamson & Xia, 2011) . As a result, negative impacts have been exerted on minority languages as well as their cultures, and to some extent this is unfair to minority students. Thus, more legitimate policies should be made, allowing for the unique features and practical problems of EFL teaching in ethnic minority regions. In fact, Chinese government has been committing to the educational development in ethnic minority areas since 1950 (Yang & Wu, 2009) . One of the salient characteristics of these measures is to take full advantage of the central state to serve for ethnic minorities (Yang & Wu, 2009) . Northwest Ethnic Teachers' Training Center and Southwest Training Center for Ethnic Teachers of English have been established in order to train ethnic teachers. Some research institutes and information centers have also been founded for studying ethnic education at different levels and for policy-making (Yang & Wu, 2009 ). The shortage of qualified English teachers is one of the severe issues of EFL education in minority regions. Generally, the English teachers in these regions received less professional development training due to various reasons such as financial difficulties. Despite the fact that there are many normal colleges and universities in these areas, very few of them provide professional preparation programs such as a PhD program in English language education (Yang, 2008) . Therefore, such training centers are of particular importance for EFL teacher development in ethnic minority regions.
However, other aspects should also be considered in addition to teacher training. Curriculum policy should be modified through decentralizing curricula and syllabuses to encompass more materials related to local cultures, histories, geographies, literature and arts of the ethnic minorities (Yang & Wu, 2009 ). More locally-based textbooks should be compiled and introduced to better accommodate the needs of local practitioners. For example, English for Tourism featuring indigenous cultures can be developed, which will not only facilitate the acquisition of language competence in practice but also bolster minority students' cultural identity. Also, explicit trilingual teaching model and policy should be established to balance the multiple languages and cultures in such regions and to achieve equality of opportunity for ethnic minority students. Furthermore, collaborative and ameliorative policies should be considered regarding the educational financial issues. More funding needs to be invested to ethnic minority regions for the construction of modern educational environment, including up-to-date teaching facilities and abundant teaching materials.
Integrating ICT Into EFL Education
College English Curriculum Requirements (2007) suggests that EFL teaching in higher education should make full use of modern technologies such as information and communication technologies (ICT). Technology-assisted language teaching has been deemed to be effective in enhancing learners' language competence for many reasons. First, the connection of ICT to teaching alters traditional teacher-centered learning into student-centered learning, promoting learners' learning motivation. The roles of teachers are changed from being a dominator to being a facilitator, who directs students to learn independently in an innovative learning environment (Sun, 2013) . As indicated in the Requirements, one of the teaching objectives of EFL education is to foster learners' autonomy to learn independently.
Secondly, more interaction between teachers and students can be achieved due to the salient features of modern technologies, particularly mobile technologies like tablets and smartphones. This is of particular importance for language acquisition, especially for ethnic minority regions where few opportunities are available for students to practice English outside the classroom because learners are able to use the language through various social networking services created by technologies. Moreover, such technology as internet connectivity provides abundant of learning resources, which can complement the shortage of teaching materials in traditional teaching (Churchill, 2017) . This is even more significant for minority areas where learning materials are inadequate and occasions for communication in English are very limited. It has been revealed by study that in ethnic minority regions, students have reflected strong inclination to communicate with foreign friends through blogs and internet (Lu, 2013) .
However, the implementation of technology-assisted language teaching involves various practical obstacles. While it has been proposed in the Requirements that ICT should be exploited in EFL teaching, there are no explicit elaborations guiding the implementation. There seems to be a conflict between the theory and the responses from both administrators and teachers in practice (Gao, 2012) . Such application by practitioners needs not only the support from policy-makers on curriculum design but also professional training related to ICT competence as insufficient capacities of teachers and technical support from the institutions may impede the application of technologies into teaching practice (Hu & McGrath, 2011) . In brief, modern educational technologies can be employed to construct a more ideal EFL learning environment in ethnic minority regions and to enhance minority learners' autonomy, yet support from different parties is demanded for smooth implementation including financial support from the government for the purchase and maintenance of facilities.
Conclusion
To conclude, traditional mode of college EFL education in ethnic minority regions of China can hardly meet the needs brought by the internationalization of education. The challenges mainly manifest in three aspects, including financial, pedagogical and cultural. To cultivate capable local talents equipped with essential communication competency, there is a pressing demand to reform the present EFL education in these regions. Student-centered and application-oriented teaching method such as CLT could be adopted with the purpose of enhancing minority learners' holistic competence. Modern technologies could be integrated into EFL education in these areas to complement the lack of teaching resources and practicing opportunities, and to promote minority learners' motivation. Professional training programs should be offered to practitioners to ensure the implementation of teaching innovation. In addition, due attention should be paid to EFL education in ethnic minority areas through policy-making and financial support in order to narrow regional gaps. New teaching model featuring minority languages and cultures should be established to accommodate the needs from both local and global communities. While this study is merely a preliminary exploration, insightful implications have been generated for college EFL education in ethnic minority regions of China. However, the sample size is small in this study. Also, this study has limitations in its data sources, with interviews and documents analysis being the major means for data collection. Future research could be conducted with larger sample size and more sources of data, in order to provide a panoramic picture of EFL education in China's ethnic minority regions.
